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FLY STUDY MAY SHOW WAY TO CONTROL
WORLD’S NUMBER ONE HEALTH PROBLEM

American fighting men in Viet Nam and agricultural animals in Montana will bene
fit from studies by a midwestern researcher of biological control of the causes of snail
fever.
Dr. Ben Foote, a professor of biological sciences at Kent State University in Ohio,
said the U.S. Public Health Service classifies snail fever as the number one health problem
in the world;

it is particularly prevalent in tropical areas.

At the University of Montana Biological Station on Yellow Bay, Dr. Foote is
spending his second summer studying the life cycles of a group of flies called sciomyzidae,
otherwise known as marsh flies, swale flies or snail-killing flies.

These flies have

larvae, each of which will kill 18 to 32 snails.
It's difficult to believe anything so innocent appearing as a snail would harbor
parasitic worms, which can enter men or animals through skin which comes in contact with the
water where the snails reside.
These parasitic worms cause what is technically called schistosomiais, or snail
fever.

The worms cause damage to the body parts and feed upon the red corpusles causing

constant and extreme fatigue.
The afflicition is not self-curable and until recently the drug cure was just
about as bad as the worms.

Now a curing drug has been discovered which is less toxic to

humans, but still does not remove the sources of the disease--the snails, Dr. Foote said.
The drug controls used on man could control the disease if people were educated
to stay out of the water in the underdeveloped areas of the world.
Current control of snail fever sources is accomplished with chemicals--an ex
pensive method because of the need for repetition.
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The chemical approach also provides a
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disadvantage because in using chemical controls, toxic materials are put in the water.
There is no chemical which only kills snails, therefore the balance of nature is
*

usually upset by the presence

of the toxic materials.

Another problem facing scientists, one which also gives impetus to the biological
control studies, is a departure from the over-emphasis on insecticides which grew up during
the early forties.
Dr. Foote's search for a biological control is basically the search for an organ
ism which will kill only snail
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This can be done by discovering a disease

which affects only snails or discovering a predator which preys specifically on snails
without damaging man or plants.
At the UM Biological Station on Yellow Bay, Dr. Foote is working on a fly family
which, in its larva state, feeds only on snails and in its fly state avoids man.

By

studying the life cycles of this fly scientists hope to learn methods of rearing the species
readily and in large numbers.
Dr. Foote pointed out that biological control rarely eliminates a problem popu
lation, but it does usually put the population in a non-economic or non-effective status.
"Actually there have been very few successes in biological control.

It is diffi

cult to develop a large enough control population, such as the flies which feed on snails,
so as to control the snails."
One advantage of a biological control agent where it can be developed and used, is
that it in turn is controlled by the increase or decrease of the population it controls.
Practical applications will not be immediately forthcoming from Dr. Foote's study.
Right now the interest is more academic than practical because there is so much to learn
about this fly family--the basic information needs to be assembled first,
life
The fly's cycles are observed and recorded, including how the flies get to acquatic
areas and kill the snails when the snails come to the water’s surface to renew their air
supply or attack the snails stranded by dropping water levels.
The National Institute of Health is supporting this study, now in its fifth year
at Kent State. It was begun at Cornell University, which still coordinates the marsh fly
studies.
Supporting grant also provides Dr. Foote with a graduate assistant for the study.
Two other Kent State students are involved in the project at Yellow Bay, in work which will
lead to degrees for them.
Why does he study snail-killing flies in Montana? "Out here there is a whole new
array of species." Besides Dr. Foote became acquainted with the country when he taught
at the University of Idaho and he likes it.
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